Three Levels of Composing
Over the years, some scholars in rhetoric and composition have proposed frameworks attempting to "map" composition studies, plumb the depths of its scope, define the borders that divide its practitioners into camps. Richard Fulkerson's four philosophies of composition (mimetic, expressive, formalist, and rhetorical) and James Berlin's major pedagogical theories (current-traditional, expressivist, cognitivist, and epistemic) have served, and serve now, as foundations, schemes, terministic screens through which to structure composition studies as a disciplinary formation. But one characteristic of these maps of composing, a characteristic I have found less and less helpful, especially in recent years, is their attempt to divide writing teachers into separate and unequal categories. While Fulkerson says that all four philosophies have value, he clearly prefers the rhetorical approach, and-without hedging-Berlin tells us that he favors epistemic rhetoric.
At East Carolina University, where I was an Assistant Professor of rhetoric and composition from 1994 to 1998, I taught several sections of "Teaching Composition: Theory and Practice," a graduate-level seminar designed to introduce teaching assistants (trained mainly in literary studies) to the major concepts and methodologies involved in the teaching of writing. I always began these courses with a discussion of Fulkerson's philosophies and Berlin's theories as a way of providing my students with schematic reference points, categories into which they could place the articles and textbooks we would examine throughout the semester. What I found, however, was that these students resisted Fulkerson and Berlin. They did not want to "camp out"; they wanted to "forage." These students hyphenated themselves: "I'm a rhetorical-expressivist" or "I'm an epistemic-formalist."
At first I was concerned, a bit unsettled, but then I remembered Berlin's caution regarding his own scheme for composition studies. In the "Postscript" to Rhetoric and Reality, Berlin confesses the taxonomy I have used in discussing rhetoric and writing up to 1975 does not prove as descriptive after this date. The most important reason for this has been the tendency of certain rhetorics within the subjective and transactional categories to move in the direction of the epistemic, regarding rhetoric as principally a method of discovering and even creating knowledge, frequently within socially defined discourse communities. (183) Fulkerson and Berlin's maps of composition studies, then, represent the discipline as it has been (i.e., there is historical validity to their maps), but I believe that they do not represent the discipline as it is now or will be in the new millennium. Some important recent work, such as Linda Flower's The Construction of Negotiated Meaning and Sherrie Gradin's Romancing Rhetorics, for example, constructs compound nouns that two decades ago would have been considered oxymorons: Flower calls her study a "social cognitive" theory of writing, and Gradin refers to her work as "social expressivist." Integration and negotiation are defining the future of composition studies, not division and categorization.
In this chapter, I offer a new map of composition studies, a map that does not focus on the borders that separate us as writing teachers; instead, it is a map that illuminates our commonalities. This new map of composition studies represents three levels of composing: textual, rhetorical, and discursive. At the textual level of composing, we focus our attention on the linguistic characteristics of writing. At the rhetorical level, we focus on the generative and restrictive exigencies (audience, purpose, etc.) of communicative situations. And at the discursive level of composing, we focus our attention on the institutional (economic, political, social, and cultural) forces that condition our very identities as writers. This tripartite map of composing illuminates our commonalities as writing teachers because all of us instruct students at all three levels, whether we do it consciously or not.
While historically writing teachers have overtly focused their pedagogical energies at the textual and rhetorical levels, the discursive level of composing has received a great deal of attention in recent years. This attention to writing at the discursive level has met some opposition, of which Maxine Hairston's "Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing" is representative. Yet we learn from many who have responded to Hairston that even her own composition pedagogy is steeped in "individualist" ideological strategies, and the greatest danger of all is leaving those strategies unexamined. 1 I argue that a balanced approach to the three levels of composing leads students to the fullest and most effective understanding of their writing processes. To this end, I believe that we need to make all three levels overt in our composition classes, perhaps even guiding students through peer review cycles and formative teacher comments that attend to each of the three levels of composing.
I begin this chapter by illustrating the textual, rhetorical, and discursive levels of composing with specific reference to the concept of audience; I begin with audience because of its mutability, changing its very nature with the constraints of each new turn in composition theory and practice. (It is not my goal to represent audience theory in its entirety; I refer, instead, only to some of the best-known sources over the past few decades as examples of the transformations "audience" has undergone.) Next, I discuss a heuristic for analyzing the "audience awareness" of documents, especially student papers, at the textual, rhetorical, and discursive levels, and I apply this heuristic to a letter that one student wrote about the condition of the bathrooms in his dormitory. Finally, I address the need for an integrated writing pedagogy that maintains attention to all three levels of composing. a u d i e n c e a n d t h e l e v e l s o f c o m p o s i n g
Audience manifests itself at the textual level of composing as a "fiction" or as "audience invoked." In "The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction," for example, Walter Ong argues that rhetorical conceptions of audience in times of orality were dominated by the immediate presence of listeners, causing orators to view audiences as external to speech. But with the emergence of new communication technologies and the prominence of text-literacy in modern cultures, real audiences disappear from view and reassert themselves as linguistic characteristics of the very texts we read and write. Ong explains, "If the writer succeeds in writing, it is generally because he can fictionalize in his imagination an audience he has learned to know not from daily life but from earlier writers who were fictionalizing in their imagination audiences they had learned to know in still earlier writers, and so on back to the dawn of written narrative" (11). The skill of adapting written texts to particular audiences, then, is not learned through verbal interactions but through the interactions of readers and writers mediated by texts. Thus, Ong continues, all writers "fictionalize their audiences, casting them in a made-up role and calling on them to play the role assigned" (17). Writers inject these "made-up roles" into texts through linguistic cues that guide audiences through the reading process. For example, Ong argues that Ernest Hemingway in A Farewell to Arms fictionalizes his audience, guides his audience into a "familiar" or "you-and-me" role through his specific use of "the definite article as a special kind of qualifier" and "the demonstrative pronoun 'that'" (13).
While Ong believes that audiences are only "present" in oral communication and "fictionalized" in written communication, Douglas Park, Russell Long, Lisa Ede, and Andrea Lunsford contend that audiences affect the writing process both as a quality of texts themselves and as a complex web of rhetorical constraints that condition the production of texts. As Park suggests, the "meanings of 'audience,' then, tend to diverge in two general directions: one toward actual people external to a text, the audience whom the writer must accommodate; the other toward the text itself and the audience implied there, a set of suggested or evoked attitudes, interests, reactions, conditions of knowledge which may or may not fit with the qualities of actual readers or listeners" (249). Both Park and Long concur that these latter textual audiences-the "features of the text" that signify an awareness of audience (Park 250), the "signals provided by the writer for his audience" (Long 225)-are the most important manifestations of audience for teachers and students to consider in the writing process.
Audience manifests itself at the rhetorical level of composing as "audience addressed." Ede and Lunsford agree with Park and Long that "Those who envision audience as invoked stress that the audience of a written discourse is a construct of the writer" (Ede and Lunsford 160). But while Long and Park suggest that text-based conceptions of audience are the most crucial ones to which writers must attend, Ede and Lunsford, on the other hand, argue for a more integrated, rhetorical approach to audience. An addressed audience is one that is "present" to the rhetorical situation. According to Ede and Lunsford, "Those who envision audience as addressed emphasize the concrete reality of the writer's audience; they also share the assumption that a knowledge of this audience's attitudes, beliefs, and expectations is not only possible (via observation and analysis) but essential" (156). Yet Ede and Lunsford argue that the "most complete understanding of audience thus involves a synthesis of the perspectives" called audience addressed and audience invoked. The term "audience," Ede and Lunsford suggest, "refers not just to the intended, actual, or eventual readers of a discourse, but to all those [whether invoked or addressed] whose image, ideas, or actions influence a writer during the process of composition" (168).
At the discursive level of composing, we move from the writer's conscious choices to the social composition of the writer and the institutional contexts in which composing takes place. In Audience and Rhetoric, James Porter argues that students must understand writing at the discursive level in order to compose effective documents of their own (105-17), and in Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures, James Berlin similarly contends that "the more the writer understands the entire semiotic [or discursive] context in which he or she functions, the greater the likelihood that the text will serve as an effective intervention in an ongoing discussion" (130). Without a solid understanding of a text's context, of a community's "rules" for communication as a whole, a writer's message, however elegant or rational, may never be taken seriously. 2 From a discursive perspective, culture and writing are inseparable-there is no writing without culture, and there is no culture without writing. Richard Harvey Brown highlights this social-discursive interaction, suggesting that "social structures can be understood as structures of language and these structures are invented through acts of speech" (227). Further, according to cultural studies historian Graeme Turner, discourse "refers to socially produced groups of ideas or ways of thinking that can be tracked in individual texts or groups of texts, but that also demand to be located within wider historical and social structures or relations" (32-33).
Audience manifests itself at this discursive level of composing as "community" and "culture." Toward the end of "Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked," Ede and Lunsford illustrate their integrated, rhetorical approach to audience by discussing the complex audience concerns (both addressed and invoked) they had as they collaboratively composed the essay, and they conclude with the following observation: "And after the essay is published, we may revise our understanding of audiences we thought we knew or recognize the existence of an entirely new audience" (168). This is, I believe, what has happened, and Lunsford and Ede explore this possibility of a new conception of audience-a discursive conception-in "Representing Audience." Here Lunsford and Ede attempt a self-critique of their earlier essay, "Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked," and they subject this "earlier work to critical inquiry in an effort to foreground the rhetoricity of this work and to explore and learn from the cultural, disciplinary, and institutional forces at play in it" (169). Lunsford and Ede, for example, no doubt influenced by the recent "social turn" (Trimbur) in composition studies, recognize that their earlier essay neglected crucial discursive pressures on composing:
Although we recognize in AA/AI that students have less power than teachers and thus less freedom in some rhetorical situations than in others, we do not pursue the multiple ways in which the student writer's agency and identity may be shaped and constrained not only by immediate audiences but also, and even more forcefully, by the way in which she and those audiences are positioned within larger institutional and discursive frameworks. Nor do we consider the powerful effects of ideology working through genres, such as those inscribed in academic essayist literacy, to call forth and thus to control and constrain writers and audiences. And, Lunsford and Ede continue, "Teachers and students arewe understand now better than in the past-not free individual agents writing their own destinies but rather constructed subjects embedded in multiple discourses, and the classroom is not a magic circle free of ideological and institutional influence" (173). Identities, ideologies, frameworks-these are the constraints placed on both writers and audiences at the discursive level of composing processes.
t o w a r d a n i n t e g r a t e d t h e o r y o f c o m p o s i n g
I argue that careful attention to all three levels of composing (in relation to every aspect of writing and its situations, not just audience) characterizes successful writing processes. In other words, excessive attention to just one level, whether textual, rhetorical, or discursive, gives students a limited, unbalanced, and, I believe, inaccurate view of how writing works. Writing courses that focus too much on the textual level of composing tend to be courses in grammar and style, neglecting the pressures placed on writing by specific rhetorical situations. Courses focusing too much on the rhetorical level tend to highlight revision and audience ("addressed") awareness, neglecting the impact existing texts and social institutions have on students' writing processes. And courses that focus too much on the discursive level tend to be courses in cultural studies, neglecting the writing process altogether. To illustrate the interconnectedness of the three levels of composing and the importance of balance among them, I will first present a heuristic for analyzing the audiences of documents at the textual, rhetorical, and discursive levels, and then I will apply this heuristic to a student's letter on the condition of the men's bathroom in his dorm. (The heuristic is by no means complete, nor is it intended to be; different teachers will, of course, develop different questions representing their own pedagogical concerns.) Format, style, and genre focus on the textual invocation of the audience into a particular role (i.e., what Althusser calls "interpellation").
Heuristic: Analyzing Audiences
The writer's role, the audience's attitudes, the writer's purpose, and the desired action focus on the rhetorical relationship between the writer and audience. Institutions, subjectivities, and cultural and social values focus on the discursive context for communication. When applied to a particular document, the questions under each heading-the textual, rhetorical, and discursive levels-reveal more about the writing situation than analysis at just one of the levels can reveal.
The following letter was written by a student in a first-year composition class at East Carolina University. The assignment asked the student, whom I will call Bill Smith, to describe an "institutional" problem in a letter to someone who might be able to solve it. I am writing you in regards to the uncleanness of the Garrett Hall restrooms. Lately, your crew has left our restrooms in a disgusting condition. I know that laziness will not be tolerated in your department, so I felt it necessary to bring my situation to your attention.
Bill's Letter
Your workers' attitudes of simply not caring have got to stop. Their laziness is forcing the people in my dorm, myself included, to use a restroom that could literally be condemned by the Health Department. The floors are wet and covered with urine, and the commodes are covered with used toilet paper, feces, and urine. This is unfair to everyone who uses these restrooms, including non-students.
I think you need to enforce a stricter schedule that ensures us of a clean restroom throughout the week, and not just on Mondays. Your workers need to get more done when they come, and they need to come more frequently. You may even find that all your workers need is a little more incentive to make them care a little more about our restrooms.
I have faith that you will discuss what I have said with your staff. I know that you want what is best for the students at East Carolina University. Thank you.
Sincerely, Bill Smith ECU Student
Let me begin by saying that there are many possible interpretations of Bill's letter based on the heuristic provided above; what follows are some of my own observations. At the textual level, Bill's letter calls his audience into a serious and formal role. Before reading the text, we see that Bill uses the "full block" letter format, which is typically reserved for "official" business. When we begin to read the text of the letter, we see Bill striving for a formal register with phrases such as "in regards to," "will not be tolerated," and "I felt it necessary." Continuing on, we find that Bill uses a problem-solution structure that invokes his audience into a position of authority. Through format, style, and genre, then, Bill attempts in this letter to place his reader into a role that commands respect and possesses the authority to solve Bill's problem. By most standards, Bill's letter is quite successful at the textual level of composing.
At the rhetorical level, Bill asserts himself even more directly. Throughout the letter, Bill adopts a two-part role: first, he is a Garrett Hall resident who is disgusted by the condition of the restrooms there; second, he is an ECU student, for whom Fred Rizzo wants "what is best." Bill views his audience as receptive to the problems and solutions he describes, since the director of sanitation would certainly take great care to insure the cleanliness of all restrooms on campus. Bill's purpose or desired action, then, is to encourage Fred Rizzo to create incentives that will combat the laziness of his workers. Bill has clearly thought about his own role and his audience's attitude toward the problem that he describes, and Bill's purpose is also clear. However, the degree of success the document might achieve could be questioned in a few ways. Mr. Rizzo, for example, probably has a friendly relationship with the people whom Bill calls lazy; thus, Mr. Rizzo may not receive the letter as positively as Bill might have initially thought. Also, Mr. Rizzo is probably a busy person, and his desire to please a few ECU students may be overstated. Overall, however, Bill has clearly considered several crucial aspects of his rhetorical situation, and these considerations guided his composing process.
When we move finally to the discursive level, Bill's letter begins to break down. In order to understand how ECU, qua institution, plays a role in the construction of this letter, I must first tell you something about the university. ECU is notorious for its "party school" reputation, and every freshman who enters ECU hears stories that reinforce this reputation. For example, each year, Playboy magazine runs a special section on the top party schools in the country. As the story goes, ECU had made the top of the list several years running, but then one year it was left off. At the bottom of the page, however, was the following notice: "no fair, East Carolina University-only amateurs are eligible." I have never seen this article, and I do not know anyone who has. It is quite possible that the story is not even true, or maybe it isits verity is simply not relevant. The "Playboy story" is an integral part of ECU's lore, its mythology, and this story (as well as many others just like it) creates an institutional space within which new initiates (i.e., freshmen) construct their identities, and they are these very identities that impact ECU student writers' perceptions of their roles in many rhetorical situations. Bill's "ECU student" identity/subjectivity leads him to the impression that it is his right and the right of all ECU students to become so intoxicated that they cover the commodes with used toilet paper, feces, and urine. In Bill's letter, in other words, the students creating the mess are not only omitted from Bill's description of the problem, but they are even represented as victims of the sanitation workers' "laziness." Bill constructs "ECU students" as a community with a problem (filthy restrooms) and the sanitation workers as outsiders who cause the problem by not cleaning thoroughly or frequently enough, implying that ECU students, in the context of the university itself, are privileged to the point of absolute blamelessness. This identity construction and Bill's resulting rhetorical strategy require a remarkable disconnection between ECU students and their own excretions. When we examine Bill's letter from a discursive perspective, we see that Bill's rhetorical purpose might have been better served with a letter to members of his own community.
As we proceed through the three levels of composing, we find increasing problems with Bill's approach to his rhetorical situation, and the problems discovered through the discursive-level heuristic questions shed new light on the success or failure of Bill's letter at the rhetorical and textual levels. In his letter, for example, Bill constructs himself and all ECU students as members of a certain social class that is at least one level above the social class of the sanitation workers whom he criticizes. Since Fred Rizzo is Director of the Sanitation Department at ECU, it is probably safe to assume that he constructs his own social class identity more in connection to the workers in his department than he does in connection to the students whose bathrooms his workers clean. Thus, our explorations of this communicative situation at the discursive level reveal a class-based problem with Bill's consideration of audience, a problem that may not have surfaced had our explorations remained at the rhetorical level. Further, since Bill's discursive framework for the letter is potentially insulting to his audience, the formal language and problem-solution structure of the text might also strike Mr. Rizzo as particularly contemptuous, if not contradictory, calling him into a serious and formal role only to insult him and his co-workers.
These three levels of composing, textual, rhetorical, and discursive, are intricately interrelated, and success at any level requires success at all levels simultaneously. However, since, as I have pointed out, the textual and rhetorical levels of composing have received most of our attention in the history of composition, the remaining chapters in this book will focus most overtly on the discursive level, only occasionally touching explicitly on textual and rhetorical concerns. I hope my readers will understand, however, that one cannot consider the discursive level of composing without, at the very least, an implicit awareness of the textual and rhetorical qualities of discourse. Linda Driskill points out that the Challenger disaster of 1986 occurred because Thiokol engineers, who had recognized a potential problem with the shuttle's O-rings, communicated their desire to delay the January 28 launch via "analogical reasoning," an invalid mode of communication in the context of NASA's "model-based logic" (139-42). Thiokol engineers, in other words, did not succeed in their communicative effort precisely because they lacked the discursive knowledge necessary to legitimate their warning, and the result was tragic. While few discursive misfires result in the loss of human life, many, I believe, can have serious economic, political, and social consequences for both author and community.
